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Notes: Refers to establishments making furniture and cabinetware of wood.
* Number of returns. The number of establishments covered by these returns is not available for this year.
engineering expanded by 47.2 per cent and 104.9 per cent respectively over this period).
iv
The foundations of the industry's rapid growth had been laid during the First World War, which greatly accelerated the trend from craft to mass production. In contrast to slow technical change during the Edwardian period, v war-time mass production of wooden goods for aircraft and other munitions led to the displacement of traditional craft techniques by expensive machinery best suited to quantity production, and saw the rise of a new general class of semi-skilled employee, the wood-cutting machinist, who undertook many tasks traditionally performed by the carpenter, joiner, or cabinet-maker.
vi A key development was the introduction of electric motive power, which removed the constraints on machinery layouts imposed by overhead belts and enabled factories to reorganise on quantity production lines. vii Electrical drives also offered major benefits to smaller manufacturers, as they reduced the heavy initial costs of plant, shafting, etc. previously necessary for powered machinery, together with the space requirements of an on-site engine and shafting. War production also led to the development of new materials. For example, while plywood was already in use in certain sections of the furniture trade, it was war-time technical advancesparticularly improvements in adhesives for the aircraft industry -that allowed it to be more generally applied after 1918 (together with other composite materials, such as laminates and blockboard).
Following the War, wood-using munitions plants were sold off to the private sector and often ended up in the hands of furniture producers. Manufacturers began to look to the possibilities of supplying consumer markets that were sufficiently large to enable them to continue with quantity production. For example, at a July 1920 partners' meeting of Britain's largest furniture manufacturer, Harris Lebus, it was argued that the transfer of purchasing power from its traditional higher-income customers to the classes of people who hitherto bought `inferior' furniture gave them an opportunity to introduce mass production. viii This would involve an estimated reduction in their margin over prime cost from its current level of 68 per cent to around 45 per cent, which would be compensated for by increased througput. Lebus adopted U.S. production methods (observed during a visit there) to make light, inexpensive, furniture, mainly using veneered plywoods. Manufacture was split into individual operations, assembly line production was introduced on some processes, marketing budgets and activities were increased substantially, and a Time Study
Department was eventually introduced in 1931.
ix Production methods in the industry witnessed radical transformation.
Mechanisation and new remuneration systems enabled semi-skilled workers to achieve much higher output than their craft-based colleagues in unionised factories.
By the late 1930s, as the official history of the industry's union, NAFTA, notes, unionised workers in traditional factories making furniture for the high end of the market and employed on day rates were earning around 1s 9d an hour, compared to 2s 6d or more for employees of mechanised plants producing for the mass market and operating payments by results systems (which were opposed by the conservative, craft-based, NAFTA). Advertising. These probably omit some advertising in newspapers or magazines not monitored by the Review; conversely this data -based on standard newspaper rateswould not capture any discounts that might be offered to major advertisers. Yet they are sufficiently reliable to rank the main advertisers and provide at least a rough estimate of their press advertising expenditure. advertising; a particularly large figure given that a significant proportion of furniture was sold through outlets categorised separately, such as department stores and cooperatives. expenditure (which can be proxied by the rise in net output shown in Table 1 , given the negligible volume of imports and exports of finished furniture) was largely due to a major expansion in purchases by lower income groups who had hitherto relied on second-hand or home-made furniture.
This was facilitated by the growth in working-class incomes (for people in employment for lower income customers -door to door collectors. Such costs were inelastic with respect to the sum borrowed, being more strongly influenced by the length of the agreement, the frequency of payments, and whether these were made by collectors. The mass furniture chains claimed that, while HP inflated distribution costs, they enjoyed economies of scale -particularly with regard to purchasing-which acted to bring down prices. xliv Yet these do not appear to have been achieved through mass production. The big retailers typically dealt with a large number of manufacturers, often farming out the same designs to several firms. For example, the mail order house Littlewoods told the furniture working party that each of their designs was given to several manufacturers and they traded both with large and small firms. xlv The working party found evidence that some chains established small manufacturers in business, who were entirely dependent on them for orders.
Thus purchasing economies worked chiefly through increasing the retailers' power over weak suppliers (analogous to the market power that the major supermarket chains hold over individual farmers). By the early 1920s it was already being reported that major HP traders were gaining a buying power that allowed them to force down manufacturers' prices. having to give up his home during the war; a man being about to get married, etc.
After establishing that they were delighted with the appearance of Drage's furniture, they stated the value needed to furnish their house or flat (generally between £100 and £200) and asked how much they would need to pay as a deposit and instalments.
Mr Drage's reply was along the lines of, `That rests entirely with you. What can you conveniently pay now? We always try to agree with any reasonable suggestion.' liv The customer invariably suggested a deposit of at least 10 per cent and monthly payments of around 2.5 per cent (implying a three year repayment period, the maximum offered by Drage's at this time). When this was agreed, the question of references was broached by Mr Everyman, to which Mr Drage replied that these were not required. Avoiding references, together with a stipulation that the furniture would be delivered in plain vans, assuaged fears that the neighbours might discover their use of HP -thus offering customers the increased local respect accruing from ownership of expensive durable goods without the social stigma of being known to resort to credit.
The advertisements sought to remove customers' fears of a negative reception, be made to feel that the advertiser is a wonderful philanthropist, and that out of his pity for the poverty of the would-be customer he proposes to do him the favour of letting him have goods for an initial payment of a tenth of their total cost… the aim should be to make readers think that to buy things in this way -out of income and without disturbing the capital which many of them never had -is quite a logical and rational proceeding. HP not because they could not afford to pay cash, but because it was the `thing to do' and replaced the retailer as the exponent of this method by a prosperous-looking authority figure. lxviii Advertising executive A. J. Greenly lxix had designed this new campaign specifically to counter Drage's conversational ads with a fictional short-story format.
As Greenley explained:
The plots are extremely simple. There is the young man who has found at last a flat, and is only troubled about furnishing; the girl who finds her lover's home much better than her own, and who tries to persuade her mother to refurbish the sitting-room; the young man who does not wish to spend all his little capital on furnishing; and the friend who tells him to get his home together without disturbing his savings. Engaged to the most fascinating girl he'd ever met, and unable to marry her because he couldn't afford it. Even seeing Sheila seemed to be difficult. They couldn't be alone when he asked her to his house, because
Mother and Dad were always there. It was the same at Sheila's. All they could do was go for walks or the pictures, or as they were doing tomorrow, to some dance. And these places he knew were unsatisfactory. There is very little published survey evidence regarding furniture purchasing patterns for interwar working and lower-middle class families. In order to gain a demand-side perspective, we use a database of 170 autobiographical accounts of new household formation by interwar working-class families, compiled by the author for an earlier project from oral history archives, autobiographies, and similar sources.
These include 58 households who moved into owner-occupation and 112 who eventually moved to council housing (including a significant sample of slumclearance tenants). This database (hereafter Life Histories Database) lxxix has been supplemented by similar evidence for 21 lower-middle class families. The lower sample size was due to source limitations; despite a more extensive search than for the original database it proved very difficult to find accounts covering this group. Oral historians have largely avoided the lower-middle classes, with the exception of projects which focus on working, rather than household, life, and autobiographies with relevant information are also extremely scarce.
While a substantial proportion of accounts do not discuss purchasing furniture in any detail, the data collectively demonstrate several clear patterns of working-class purchasing behaviour. Firstly, the interviews corroborate contemporary evidence that furniture purchases were highly concentrated at the new household formation stage of the family life cycle; with the exception of families who initially lived with parents or in furnished rooms after marriage and who acquired furniture only after later moving to houses or flats.
lxxx Secondly, they demonstrate that, after finding a home, acquiring the necessary furniture constituted the largest single financial problem facing couples setting up new households and (for people renting accommodation) their main item of capital expenditure.
A number of furniture acquisition strategies can be identified, mainly varying according to income. Some low income families typically delayed purchasing much of their furniture for some time after marriage and furnished using a mix of second hand goods, items handed down from families and friends, and home-made furniture.
However, a high proportion of working-class households purchased at least a good The lower middle class sample suggests that a higher proportion of such families were able to fund their purchases out of savings, while -in common with some working-class households -some who could not afford to furnish their entire house concentrated on a couple of rooms (usually including the front room -which was most visible to visitors). Middle-class families also appear to have received a larger proportion of their furniture in the form of wedding presents. HP was still important for this group, though -as far as can be discerned from this small sampleits use appears to have been significantly lower than for working-class households.
In contrast to Orwell's pessimism, most accounts of HP purchases indicate that they constituted a useful and worthwhile method of both obtaining necessary furniture and, often, achieving the type of aspirational material environment that purchasers desired. As Willmott's account of growing up in working-class Lewisham noted, the arrival of The Times Furnishing Co. was to start a transformation of her family home, where the respectable, though antiquated, front room décor had hidden the spartan rooms beyond:
Although we did not know it then, it was the death blow for Gran's front room, the piano, the solid Victorian furnishings and the aspidistras. It was also the end of Mum's solid Edwardian oak dressing table… bought secondhand in her early married years… she was only too glad to throw it out in favour of the new veneered walnut suite she could get -with matching wardrobe and chest of drawers -on the `never never' of hire Mrs Eileen Clifton for the return of furniture -revealed that the defendant had not been given a reasonable chance to study the HP agreement, that the deposit was not credited to the customer's payments unless the purchase was completed, and that deductions from the surrender value of the furniture for `depreciation' were excessive.
Judge C. Herbert-Smith described the HP agreement, as `the most one-sided agreement I have ever had to deal with' and advised people to have nothing to do with Jay's, `unless you have your personal legal advisor with you. The conduct of this firm is such that the more the public know about them the better.' While he found against Mrs Clifton, he disallowed all costs to Jay's, whose behaviour he described as `scandalous'. costs (and, therefore, the cost to the consumer) owing to both the expensive nature of HP and the extremely high advertising expenditures of the major HP firms.
Competition between retailers focused on terms rather than prices, thus raising rather than lowering final costs. It also gave rise to opportunistic behaviour, which damaged attempts to improve the public's view of `furnishing out of income'.
Nevertheless, the interwar period witnessed a transformation in the furnishing of many working class homes, with at least those rooms most visible to visitors becoming dressed with coordinated suites of new furniture. During a period when a substantial proportion of working and lower-middle class families moved from traditional inner-urban housing to new municipal or owner-occupied estates, the HP furniture multiples enabled many households to realise a higher standard of material comfort and display, if at a substantial financial cost -which was inevitably reflected in cut-backs to other areas of consumption.
cvi If the development of the `mass market' in durables is examined from the perspective of those classes of goods that households prioritised, such as furniture, rather than, for example, electrical goods (which even middle-class households did not accord particularly high priority), cvii a new picture of the interwar years emerges, in which innovative retailers fostered a considerable extension of the market for some
